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He was definitely not pleased; it was with difficulty that he sup-
pressed a groan. Oh God, this was the last straw! Yet he should
have realised that it was almost inevitable, knowing the ordinary
Hindu woman's passionate desire for a child, which is, indeed, her
only raison d'etre.

Shalini, as the child wife of a middle-aged Hindu merchant, had
been barren, perhaps not surprisingly. Widowed when barely six-
teen she had gone quite cheerfully to immolate herself on his funeral
pyre, a fate from which, all unwilling, she had been saved by an
over-officious Collector: the Honourable East India Company fol-
lowed a policy of religious toleration, but there are limits. And
Suttee, the ceremonial burning of widows on the funeral pyres of
their deceased husbands, was one of them. Shalini was saved, a
defiled and childless widow, to eke out a miserable existence as the
drudge of the teeming household which her husband's mother still
ruled with a rod of iron.

But she was an ambitious young woman with a strength of
character unusual in a Hindu girl. She had fled to the comparative
peace and comfort of the prostitute quarter where, before much harm
had been done, Robin Westerne had found her; become infatuated
with her shy young charm, not perhaps so shy as appeared on the
surface; bought her from the brothel keeper with the benevolent aid
of Mungul Ghose, as a man might buy an ^attractive dog; set her up
in the little secret house beyond the bazaar with an aged crone to
attend her, an equally aged choiukidar to guard her safety.

He had never regretted it for all the expense involved, which had
necessitated further visits to the accommodating bunnia.

Shaiini too had never regretted it. But beneath her quite
genuine happiness she knew herself to be doubly defiled, both as a
widow who had survived, and as a woman who had surrendered
herself to a foreigner, and the priests, the inevitable Brahmin
priests, who have been responsible for nine-tenths of the trouble in
India since the first Aryan invader swept over the Khyber Pass 3,000
years ago, had not let her forget it. She had been useful to them,
she could be more useful yet. Any tool was welcome to the authors
of the Great Conspiracy, and the seduction, the enslavement of even
one English officer was by no means to be despised.

But neither Brahmin persistence nor English indifference could
quench or modify her one burning desire: to have a child. And
now the dream was about to be fulfilled.

She looked eagerly at her English lover and her face fell. Robin
had been taken by surprise, the news came at a bad moment.
Although, almost immediately, he was. uttering dutiful protestations
of delight, they did not ring quite true and his hesitation, his lack